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over time (Figure 1). Approximately half of these reports came from Grant, Roberts or Moody 
counties. The tribal reintroduction, along with natural recolonization from other areas has 
resulted in a growing river otter population in eastern South Dakota.   

 In 2012, a 5-year plan was written to provide general, strategic guidance for the recovery and 
sustained management of river otter. As directed in the plan, recovery criteria were developed 
to justify removing the species from the state threatened species list when appropriate. 
Delisting of the river otter will be recommended when the following conditions are met: 1) 
verified reports of reproduction are documented in three of the five basins (60%) within the 
recovery area (Figure 2), and 2) within each basin, the presence of river otters has been 
documented by verified reports in at least 40% of their subbasins. Both criteria shall be met 
during at least two of the five years prior to recommended delisting. These criteria were met in 
2019 (Figure 3). Because protection under the state endangered species law is no longer 
justified, the Department recommends that the species be removed from the state list of 
threatened mammals.   
  

 
  
Figure 1. Verified reports of river otters in South Dakota from 1983 through 2019. Reports 
include the sighting of an otter, incidental catch, river otter sign (tracks, scat or sign) or vehicle 
kill.   
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Figure 2. Recovery area watershed basins and subbasins. Basins are hydrological unit level six 
watersheds while subbasins are hydrological unit level eight watersheds, as defined by the U. S. 
Geological Survey (USGS) National Watershed Boundary Dataset.  

  
  
  



44 
 

  
  
Figure 3. Verified reports of river otters (left) and reproduction (right) across the recovery 
watersheds in eastern South Dakota from 2015 – 2019. These reports represent a conservative 
estimate because many reports come from the public, and it is reasonable to assume not every 
river otter encounter is reported to SDGFP.  
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Appendix C. Proposal to SDGFP Commission for a river otter trapping season in 2020  

GAME, FISH AND PARKS COMMISSION ACTION  
PROPOSAL 

 River Otter Trapping Season  
Chapters 41:08:01  

  
Commission Meeting Dates:  Proposal      May 7-8, 2020   Custer State Park 
          Public Hearing    July 16, 2020           Pierre  
          Finalization     
  

July 16-17, 2020           Pierre  

DEPARTMENT RECOMMENDATION   
 Duration of Recommendation:  2020 trapping season  
  
Recommended changes from last year:  To establish a conservative river otter trapping season.  
  

1. Establish a trapping season that is open from sunrise on November 1 to sunset on December 31 
in all counties of the state.    

2. Limit of one river otter per trapper per season.  
3. Statewide harvest limit of 15 river otters.  Season will end prior to December 31 if the harvest 

limit is reached.  
4. Trapping season open to residents only with a furbearer license.  
5. A river otter shall be reported to the Department within 24 hours of harvest. At time of reporting, 

arrangements will be made to check-in carcass and detached pelt at a GFP office or designated 
location for registration and tagging of the pelt within 5 days of harvest. Additionally, once the 
season has closed (last day of season or harvest limit reached), a person has 24 hours to notify 
the Department of a harvested river.  

6. The pelt shall be removed from the carcass and the carcass shall be surrendered to the 
Department. After the pelt has been tagged, it shall be returned to the trapper. Upon request, the 
carcass may be returned to the trapper after the carcass has been inspected and biological data 
collected.  

7. Any river otter harvested after the 24-hour period following the close of the season, will be 
considered incidental take and shall be surrendered to the Department.  

8. A person may only possess, purchase or sell raw river otter pelts that are tagged through the 
eyeholes with the tag provided by the Department or if the river otter was harvested on tribal or 
trust land of an Indian reservation or another state and is properly and securely tagged with a tag 
supplied by the governmental entity issuing the license.  

 
SUPPORTIVE INFORMATION                                                                                                          

River otter populations in South Dakota continue to grow and expand into available habitat. A statewide 
season will provide harvest information from across the state. It also provides the greatest opportunity to 
pursue trapping of river otter.  Over the last five years (2015-2019) the Department has received an 
average of 16.6 incidentally trapped river otter/year.  River otter are most frequently incidentally taken 
during the beaver trapping season given similarity of habitat and trapping methods. The majority (72%) of 
the 83 incidentally trapped river otter reported over the last five years were taken in November. Updates 
on river otter harvest will be available on the Department website and by calling a designated phone 
number. A press release and other information tools will be used when the harvest limit has been met, 
similar to the mountain lion harvest notification process.    
RESIDENT/NONRESIDENT CRITERIA   

1. The Issue  
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• Why make the change, what are the change alternatives, how will public/stakeholder 
input be solicited, and how will the change be evaluated if implemented?   

i. River otter populations in South Dakota continue to grow and expand into 
available habitat.  In reviewing the number of river otters incidentally trapped, the 
population can sustain a conservative harvest by trappers.  Public input will be 
solicited during the Commission process.  If implemented, Department staff will 
collect biological data, evaluate season structure and bring any recommended 
changes to the Commission for consideration for future seasons.   

2. Historical Considerations – River otters were classified as a furbearer by the South Dakota  
Legislature in 2019 and were removed from the state’s list of threatened species by the 
Commission in 2020 after meeting delisting criteria.    

3. Biological Considerations  
• What is the current and projected status of the population and habitat conditions for 

these populations?  
i. As already indicated, river otter populations in South Dakota continue to grow and 

expand into available habitat.   
4. Social Considerations  

• The allowance of a restrictive trapping season will provide additional opportunities for 
resident trappers.  It is recommended to limit this season to residents only, given the 
limited opportunity and expected high interest from resident trappers.   

5. Financial considerations – Not Applicable.  
  
RECRUITMENT, RETENTION, REACTIVATION (R3) CRITERIA   

1. Does the regulation or fee inhibit a user’s ability to participate?  Not applicable.  
2. Does the regulation increase the opportunity for new and existing users?  

•  Yes, the inclusion of a conservative trapping season for river otters will provide additional 
opportunities for existing trappers and likely spark interest from new trappers.   

3. How does the regulation impact the next generation of hunters, anglers, trappers and outdoor 
recreationists?  Provides additional trapping opportunity.   

4. Does the regulation enhance the quality of life for current and future generations by getting 
families outdoors?  Yes.  
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Appendix D. SDGFP Commission action to finalize a river otter trapping season in 2020 

GAME, FISH AND PARKS COMMISSION ACTION 
FINALIZATION 

  River Otter Trapping Season   

Commission Meeting Dates: Proposal May 7, 2020 Teleconference 
 Public Hearing July 16, 2020 Teleconference 
 Finalization July 16-17, 2020 Teleconference 

 COMMISSION PROPOSAL   

Duration of Proposal: 2020 trapping season 

Proposed changes from last year: To establish a conservative river otter trapping season. 
 

1. Establish a trapping season that is open from sunrise on November 1 to sunset on December 
31 in all counties of the state. 

2. Limit of one river otter per trapper per season. 
3. Statewide harvest limit of 15 river otters. Season will end prior to December 31 if the 

harvest limit is reached. 
4. Trapping season open to residents only with a furbearer license. 
5. A river otter shall be reported to the Department within 24 hours of harvest. At time of 

reporting, arrangements will be made to check-in carcass and detached pelt at a GFP office 
or designated location for registration and tagging of the pelt within 5 days of harvest. 
Additionally, once the season has closed (last day of season or harvest limit reached), a 
person has 24 hours to notify the Department of a harvested river otter. 

6. The pelt shall be removed from the carcass and the carcass shall be surrendered to the 
Department. After the pelt has been tagged, it shall be returned to the trapper. Upon request, 
the carcass may be returned to the trapper after the carcass has been inspected and biological 
data collected. 

7. Any river otter harvested after the 24-hour period following the close of the season, will 
be considered incidental take and shall be surrendered to the Department. 

8. A person may only possess, purchase or sell raw river otter pelts that are tagged through the 
eyeholes with the tag provided by the Department or if the river otter was harvested on tribal or 
trust land of an Indian reservation or another state and is properly and securely tagged with a 
tag supplied by the governmental entity issuing the license. 

 

 DEPARTMENT RECOMMENDATION  

Recommended changes to proposal: 
1. Modify the open area from statewide to the following counties in eastern South Dakota: 

Aurora, Beadle, Bon Homme, Brookings, Brown, Charles Mix, Clark, Clay, Codington, 
Davison, Day, Deuel, Douglas, Grant, Hamlin, Hanson, Hutchinson, Jerauld, Kingsbury, Lake, 
Lincoln, Marshall, McCook, Miner, Minnehaha, Moody, Roberts, Sanborn, Spink, Turner, 
Union and Yankton (see Figure 1). 
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primary eastern South Dakota recovery area. Dr. Melquist found that some western South 
Dakota river systems may have potential for this species. River otters continue to be protected 
in the state as furbearers with a proposed season, and their take is not allowed outside that 
proposed season. Reintroductions are typically conducted with very rare species that are 
unlikely to expand on their own, because such projects require a large investment of time and 
funding. SDGFP has determined that river otter reintroduction does not meet this standard and 
expects river otters to continue their natural expansion into areas with suitable habitat. 

Citizen Involvement and Outreach 

Public involvement is an important component in developing and implementing wildlife 
management plans in South Dakota.  Information on the development of the South Dakota 
River Otter Management Plan was available online at https://gfp.sd.gov/management-
plans/ under “Plans Up for Revision”.  Media outlets were informed of the draft plan through 
the standard press release distribution process.  Press releases were sent via email to a group 
of over 5,000 recipients who have opted in to receive all SDGFP News (or press 
releases).   Individuals had opportunity to provide comments by writing to wildinfo@state.sd.us 
or mail them to 523 E Capitol Ave., Pierre, SD 57501. 

SDGFP will continue to encourage the public to report river otter sightings year-round.  
Moreover, SDGFP will continue to provide educational programs and materials through various 
media outlets with a goal of reaching a diverse public, trappers, agencies and organizations, and 
others as identified.  Public involvement is a continuous process and SDGFP will strive to inform 
and ensure opportunities are accessible to all citizens. 

Tribal Coordination 

The regional SDGFP wildlife staff in the northeast have had several conversations regarding 
river otter with the Sisseton Wahpeton Oyate (SWO) tribal wildlife manager and biologist over 
the years.  Most recently, regional SDGFP staff met with SWO in March 2020 to discuss plans 
for delisting river otters, a possible otter harvest strategy, management plan revisions and any 
concerns or questions they had.  Due to concerns with COVID-19, more recent communication 
has been difficult and limited due to office closures.  Nonetheless, shortly after the SDGFP 
Commission’s proposals for delisting and then later the harvest season proposal, an email was 
sent to SWO describing the proposals and asking for their review and comment.  SDGFP staff 
will continue to coordinate with the SWO wildlife manager. 

A brief discussion was held with the Flandreau Santee Sioux Tribe’s Director of Natural 
Resources in spring 2020 with regards to delisting proposal and potential for a conservative 
harvest season.  Efforts will be made to continue conversations with them. 

Regulated Trapping 

Trapping is highly regulated and strictly enforced by wildlife conservation officers in South 
Dakota.  Trapping provides environmental, social, and economic benefits.  Regulated trapping is 
consistent with other “methods of take” which allow the public to harvest wildlife species and 
follow sustainable use of wildlife resources and it is a proven method for conserving and 
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Appendix F. SDGFP Commission action to adopt river otter management plan 
 

GAME, FISH AND PARKS COMMISSION ADMINISTRATIVE ACTION 
 

River Otter Management Plan 
 
Commission Meeting Dates: Draft Shared June 4-5, 2020         Virtual Meeting 
     Public Hearing September 2, 2020      Virtual Meeting 
     Adoption  September 2-3, 2020     Virtual Meeting 
 
ADOPTION OF MANAGEMENT PLAN 
 
Executive Summary 
Over the last 41 years the number of incidental river otter reports continues to increase and their 
geographic distribution continues to expand. Age structure indicates a young and growing population. 
Delisting criteria developed as part of a status review have been met and the species has been delisted. 
South Dakota will manage river otter populations with scientifically sound data and techniques to 
encourage occupation of suitable available habitats and to provide sustainable use and enjoyment within 
the social tolerance level for this species. Although the river otter is secretive and difficult to survey, the 
need to develop a long-term monitoring program is a priority. Feasible and flexible survey methods will be 
used to meet monitoring program objectives, be suited to the state’s climate and landscape, and 
implemented with available resources.  Information, education and outreach will continue to enhance river 
otter management in South Dakota. 
 
Introduction 
In December of 2010, a group of South Dakota Department of Game, Fish and Parks (SDGFP) staff 
began developing a plan for the conservation and management of river otters. This team produced the 
South Dakota River Otter Management Plan. That 5-year plan provided general, strategic guidance to 
SDGFP and potential partners for the recovery and sustained management of river otter in South Dakota. 
It also included background information on the biology, ecology and management of river otter.  
 
The current plan identifies what we strive to accomplish related to the management of river otter in South 
Dakota over the next 10 years; including development of a feasible long-term monitoring program and 
continued outreach about this species. It also includes updates to the relevant supporting information 
included in the first river otter management plan. These two documents should be used in concert with 
one another. 
 
The current plan update will be used by SDGFP staff and Commission on an annual basis and will be 
formally evaluated at least every 10 years.  Supporting information will be formally updated at least every 
5 years. All text and data contained within this document are subject to revision for corrections, updates, 
and data analyses. 
 
Management Goal 
South Dakota will manage river otter populations with scientifically sound data and techniques to 
encourage occupation of suitable available habitats and to provide sustainable use and enjoyment within 
the social tolerance level for this species. 
 
Public Involvement 
An initial public comment period on the revised plan was announced following the May Commission with a 
deadline of June 19, 2020.  Another public comment period was made available following the July 2020 
Commission meeting with a deadline of August 16, 2020.  A draft of the revised river otter management 
plan was made available at https://gfp.sd.gov/management-plans/ under “Plans Up for Revision.”  Written 
comments were sent to 523 E. Capitol Ave., Pierre, SD  57501 or emailed to OtterPlan@state.sd.us.  
 

APPROVE ____       MODIFY ____        REJECT ____       NO ACTION ____ 
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Biennial Commission Review of SD Threatened and Endangered Species List 
September 2020 Commission Meeting 
 
SDCL 34A-8-4 states: The Game, Fish and Parks Commission shall conduct a review of the state 
list of endangered and threatened species within the period ending July 3, 1979, and every two 
years thereafter and may amend the list by appropriate additions or deletions. 
 
In 2018, Wildlife Diversity staff drafted status reviews for all state threatened and endangered 
(T&E) species to describe the current level of knowledge and identify monitoring and research 
priorities needed to help develop and meet downlisting and delisting goals. If sufficient 
information allowed, downlisting and/or delisting criteria were identified. Downlisting a species 
changes its status from state endangered to threatened. Delisting a species removes it from the 
state T&E list. 
 
Staff identified state downlisting and/or delisting goals for 12 species. Six species are also 
federal listed, and state recovery will be linked to federal recovery goals. Four species lacked 
sufficient information to allow setting downlisting and/or delisting goals in 2018. 
 
Staff updated the status reviews in 2020 to reflect completion of projects that provided revised 
survey or research information. The revised document also reflects the delisting of the river otter 
earlier this year. Each status review includes a section that highlights any significant updates 
since 2018. Some overall highlights are described here: 

• Updated information on American dippers (ST) in the Black Hills collected through a 
contract with the Bird Conservancy of the Rockies showed no change in distribution for 
this species in the past 2-3 decades. Volunteer birding groups placed 62 new nestboxes at 
appropriate sites to replace old nestboxes. 

• The Least Tern (SE) has been proposed for delisting as a federal endangered species by 
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. GFP will revisit state endangered species status when 
that action is finalized. 

• Updated information on ospreys (ST) nesting in the Black Hills was collected through a 
contract with John Halverson of Rapid City. Results showed that ospreys need continued 
expansion in the Black Hills to meet delisting criteria. 

• GFP continued contracting with peregrine falcon (SE) expert Bob Oakleaf of Lander, 
WY to search for and monitor nesting in western South Dakota, with an emphasis on the 
Black Hills. This species has not yet met its delisting criteria. 

• Regional and statewide aquatic management plans now include commitments to 
standardize nongame fish sampling across the state through 2023. These efforts have the 
potential to provide additional records for the state listed fish species. 

• GFP is conducting research on shovelnose sturgeon in Lake Sharpe, a closely related 
species to the pallid sturgeon (SE). 

• GFP is conducting a study on sicklefin and sturgeon chubs in the Missouri River and its 
major tributaries to update information on distribution and status of these species, which 
are being evaluated for potential Endangered Species Act listing by the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service. 

• GFP contracted research with USD to learn about distribution of the false map turtle (ST) 
in Lake Oahe, information needed to evaluate potential delisting. 
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• A Wildlife Diversity Small Grant project resulted in detection of new locations for the 
lined snake (SE) in Hutchinson County and identified road mortality as a significant 
threat.  

• GFP continued to assist locally and nationally in a variety of efforts to recover the black-
footed ferret (SE). 

• GFP provided funding and coordination assistance to a swift fox (ST) research project in 
northwestern South Dakota to learn more about this part of the population, which is likely 
linked to swift fox in Montana and North Dakota. 

 
For the 2020 biennial review of South Dakota’s list of threatened and endangered species, 
Wildlife Diversity staff have no recommendations for additions or deletions. Emphasis will 
continue to be placed on identifying and meeting information and data needs of current state 
listed species to aid in developing and documenting downlisting and delisting criteria. 
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STATE THREATENED or ENDANGERED SPECIES 
(as of September 2020) 

COMMON NAME SCIENTIFIC NAME STATE STATUS 

Fishes 

Banded killifish Fundulus diaphanus SE 

Blacknose shiner Notropis heterolepis SE 

Finescale dace Chrosomus neogaeus SE 

Longnose sucker Catostomus catostomus ST 

Northern pearl dace Margariscus nachtriebi ST 

Northern redbelly dace Chrosomus eos ST 

Pallid Sturgeon Scaphirhynchus albus SE 

Sicklefin chub Macrhybopsis meeki SE 

Sturgeon chub Macrhybopsis gelida ST 

Reptiles and amphibians 

Eastern hognose snake Heterodon platirhinos ST 

False map turtle Graptemys pseudogeographica ST 

Lined snake Tropidoclonion lineatum SE 

Birds 

American dipper Cinclus mexicanus ST 

Eskimo curlew Numenius borealis SE 

Least tern Sternula antillarum SE 

Osprey Pandion haliaetus ST 

Peregrine falcon Falco peregrinus SE 

Piping plover Charadrius melodus ST 

Whooping crane Grus americana SE 

Mammals 

Black-footed ferret Mustela nigripes SE 

Swift fox Vulpes velox ST 

SE = State Endangered; ST= State Threatened 
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STATE T&E SPECIES STATUS REVIEWS 
SEPTEMBER 2020 

 
• A status review was updated for each state threatened or state endangered species to 

summarize the current status of each in the state. 
• If sufficient information existed, draft criteria for downlisting (changing status from 

endangered to threatened) and/or delisting (removing a threatened or endangered species 
from the state list) are described. If such information was lacking, the review describes 
additional monitoring or research needs. 

• For species also listed as federal threatened or federal endangered under the federal 
Endangered Species Act, separate state recovery goals were not drafted. For those, SD Game, 
Fish and Parks (SDGFP) will continue cooperating with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service to 
meet identified recovery goals or assist in recovery planning, consistent with the 
“Cooperative Agreement between the U.S. Department of Interior Fish and Wildlife Service 
and South Dakota Game, Fish and Parks for the Conservation of Endangered and Threatened 
Animals.” This agreement was approved on June 30, 1977 and has been updated annually 
since then.  

• The authority for state threatened and endangered species conservation and recovery, 
including listings and delistings, corresponds to the state’s boundaries. South Dakota’s state 
endangered species law does not require that the state list of threatened and endangered 
species agree with the federal list developed under the authority of the Endangered Species 
Act (ESA). Species that have been delisted under the ESA may be included on South 
Dakota’s list because they remain rare within the state’s boundaries, and federal listed 
species not considered rare within South Dakota’s borders are not necessarily state listed.  

• South Dakota’s endangered species law is included in this document as Appendix B. The law 
can also be viewed here: 
http://www.sdlegislature.gov/Statutes/Codified_Laws/DisplayStatute.aspx?Type=Statute&St
atute=34A-8 

• These status reviews will be revisited at least every two years to comply with the biennial 
review schedule of the state list of threatened and endangered species. 

  

http://www.sdlegislature.gov/Statutes/Codified_Laws/DisplayStatute.aspx?Type=Statute&Statute=34A-8
http://www.sdlegislature.gov/Statutes/Codified_Laws/DisplayStatute.aspx?Type=Statute&Statute=34A-8
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Reviews are organized by species groups in the following order: 
 
SPECIES       PAGE NUMBER 
American dipper      __   6 

Eskimo curlew        12 

least tern        16 

osprey         28 

peregrine falcon        39 

piping plover        46 

whooping crane        51 

banded killifish        54 

blacknose shiner       58 

finescale dace        62 

longnose sucker        67 

northern pearl dace       71 

northern redbelly dace       75 

pallid sturgeon        80 

sicklefin chub        88 

sturgeon chub        93 

eastern hognose snake       98 

false map turtle        103 

lined snake        109 

black-footed ferret       113 

swift fox        122 

 

Appendix B.  South Dakota Endangered Species Law   130 
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STATE T&E SPECIES STATUS REVIEW 
 
Species Name: American Dipper, Cinclus mexicanus 
 
South Dakota Status, including legal status and special listings:  

• State threatened (SD Administrative Rule 41:10:02:02. List of threatened birds) 
• Monitored by the South Dakota Natural Heritage Program 
• State Heritage rank S2 (imperiled; state species rank last reviewed on 19 April 2020) 
• Included as a Species of Greatest Conservation Need in South Dakota Wildlife Action 

Plan (SDGFP 2014) 
 
Federal Status:  

• Protected under the Migratory Bird Treaty Act (protection for covered birds, body parts, 
nests, and eggs) 

• NatureServe Global Rank of G5 (Secure, although it may be rare in some portions of the 
range); global rank last reviewed 07 April 2016 

 
Basis for new listing, status change (T to E, or E to T), or continued listing with same 
status: 

The American dipper was listed as state threatened in 1996 due to the species’ declining 
distribution and isolated population in the Black Hills. Continued listing as a state threatened 
species is recommended.  

 
Description, biology and life history: 

The American dipper is a small, stocky gray bird with a short tail and long legs. It is named 
for its habit of bobbing up and down while foraging in streams. Sexes are similar in 
appearance, but the male is slightly larger than the female. Dippers have many contour 
feathers and a heavy layer of down that helps maintain body heat in cool temperatures.   
 
Nesting occurs from April through July. Nests are dome-shaped and made of moss with 
grasses and pine needles used for lining. A typical clutch has 4-5 eggs that are laid in March 
or April. The female incubates the eggs while the male helps build the nest and provides 
food. Eggs will hatch after two weeks of incubation and young fledge at approximately 4 
weeks old. After the young fledge, pairs may begin a second brood in May or June. Dippers 
are typically monogamous, but males have been documented being polygynous when nest 
sites are limited and concentrated (Backlund 2007).  In the Black Hills, dippers generally 
remain in the same established territory for nesting over multiple years (Lovett 2009). 
 
American dipper’s primary prey is aquatic insects, including larval caddisflies and mayflies.  
Less commonly they will prey on small fish, larval amphibians and fish eggs (Kingery 1996). 
High mortality occurs during the winter and is likely related to the availability of ice-free 
streams required for foraging (Price and Brock, 1983). 
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Habitat: 
The American dipper occupies habitats of clear, unpolluted, fast-moving streams that remain 
partially open to provide sustenance through the winter. In addition, dippers select rivers with 
a substrate of stone, gravel or sand that supports aquatic invertebrates which is their main 
food source. Dippers are rarely observed far from water and during flight seem to prefer 
following stream courses rather than flying over land. However, dipper will disperse over 
land to adjacent watersheds (Price and Brock 1983). 
 
Nests are built over-water on both natural and human-made structures including cliffs, rock 
outcrops, boulders and bridges. Nest site availability is an important factor that may be 
limiting dipper populations in the Black Hills. 
 

Distribution within the state.  
The American dipper’s eastern most part of its overall range occurs as an isolated population 
in the Black Hills (Willson and Kingery 2011). Dippers are non-migratory; however they will 
disperse to lower elevations during the winter. The American dipper population in the Black 
Hills is genetically distinct from populations in the west (Anderson et al. 2007). Dippers were 
once found along all larger rivers and streams throughout the Black Hills. Currently their 
population numbers around 50-75 individuals and is limited to the Spearfish Creek watershed 
and portions of Whitewood Creek in the northern Black Hill (Anderson et al. 2007). 
 

 
Figure 1. Year round distribution of the American Dipper (Cinclus mexicanus) in South Dakota. 
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Conservation / Management Considerations: 
Population modeling conducted by Palmer and Javed (2014) found that American dippers in 
the Black Hills had higher survival rates but lower reproductive rates then other populations. 
A model that neglected age-structure differences in reproductive rates resulted in a less than 
1% annual growth rate in the Black Hills dipper population, suggesting a delicate balance 
between population growth and decline. Given the relatively small population size and 
limited habitat, the dipper population in the Black Hills could be more susceptible to events 
such as flooding or extreme weather conditions. 
 
Due to the species dependence on clear, cold, fast moving streams, any changes in water 
quality are a threat to the species. Sedimentation of streams destroys the habitat for most 
aquatic insects which dippers rely on for food. Some causes of sedimentation include 
livestock over use, logging of slopes near streams and building of roads along streams. 
Pollution from runoff, mining, agricultural practices or other sources can also be detrimental 
to dipper populations. The recent abnormal growth of a naturally occurring diatom, 
Didymosphenia geminata, is another threat to dippers and aquatic systems in the Black Hills.  
 
American dippers were once prevalent on French and Rapid creeks. The absence of dippers 
on Rapid Creek is likely due to the creation of the Pactola Dam which has caused erratic and 
lower stream flows. The loss of breeding birds on French Creek is likely due to pollution, 
sedimentation, and the construction of Stockade Lake Dam (Backlund 2007). American 
dippers in the Black Hills were found to be generally tolerant of human activity as long as it 
is not excessive. The placement of nesting boxes on the underside of bridges over water can 
provide nesting opportunities where no natural nest sites exist.  
 

Conservation Efforts in South Dakota: 
• In 1997, the Department of Game, Fish and Parks with the assistance of the Spearfish 

Canyon Preservation Trust placed nest boxes for American dippers under bridges along 
Spearfish Creek. Since then, additional nest boxes have been placed along Whitewood 
and Rapid Creeks. 
 

• From 2002 through 2005, 52 dippers were banded and monitored to assess dipper 
biology, habitat use, and movement in the Black Hills. 

 
• In 2002 and 2005, feathers and blood samples were taken for DNA analysis. Results from 

the analysis suggested that the Black Hills population of American dippers is a distinct 
population of dipper. 

 
• State Wildlife Grant Project T-17-R (2004-2009) intensive field monitoring took place to 

document nesting success, general behavior, longevity, dipper movement and 
territoriality. 
 

• Macroinvertebrates were sampled from Spearfish and Whitewood creeks in 2009. 
 

• Palmer and Javed (2014) modeled the long-term survival of the Black Hills American 
dipper population using data from the tracked 2002 color-banded cohorts. 
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• In 2015, as part of a collaborative climate change assessment, Amy Symstad (USGS, 

Northern Prairie Wildlife Research Center) conducted a Climate Change Vulnerability 
Assessment for the American Dipper and determined that they have a moderate 
vulnerability to climate change. The American dipper’s adaptive capacity in the Black 
Hills is primarily hampered by its low population size and the lack of appropriate habitat 
if climate change makes its current habitat unsuitable (see Stamm et al. 2015). 
 

• State Wildlife Grant Project T-76-R1 conducted surveys of selected Black Hills riparian 
areas for nesting American Dippers. Nest site occupancy and success were monitored in 
the current known breeding areas as well as any newly located sites to better describe the 
current distribution of American Dippers in the Black Hills of South Dakota.  
 

• During the summer of 2019, local birding groups place 62 nest boxes at new sites and at 
existing sites to replace old boxes in need of replacement.  
 

Recovery Criteria/Goals 
For delisting there needs to be evidence of a self-sustaining population on Whitewood and 
Spearfish creeks for at least 5 years in a 6-year timespan.  In addition there needs to be 
evidence of a self-sustaining population established on at least one additional river drainage 
over a similar timeframe.  
 
A self-sustaining population is defined as one that maintains or increases its numbers over a 
period of time without significant human intervention (i.e. release of individuals to 
supplement population numbers), with the exception of birds produced by the use of human-
made nesting structures. 
 

Recovery Criteria Considerations: 
Additional research and surveys are necessary to determine how many breeding pairs are 
necessary to obtain self-sustaining populations in each river drainage as well as: 
• Determine what may be causing lower reproductive rates of dippers in the Black Hills 

compared to other populations. 
• Have a better estimate of juvenile survival rate and its impact on dipper population 

dynamics. 
• Influence of density dependence on reproductive rates if suitable nesting habitat is a 

limiting factor.  
• Information on winter habitat availability, survival and movements.  

 
Primary Reviewer: 

Casey Heimerl, Wildlife Biologist, SDGFP, Pierre 
 
Other Staff or Experts Involved in the Review: 

• Nancy Drilling, wildlife biologist, Bird Conservancy of the Rockies, Rapid City, SD 
• Doug Backlund, retired wildlife biologist, South Dakota Dept. of Game Fish and Parks, 

Pierre SD. 
 




